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SPANISH TRANSPORTATION.IN THE
SOUTHWEST; 1540-1846
By MAX L. MOORHEAD
of transportation in the American Southwest
T. isHEasHISTORY
old as travel itself. Although its most primitive

forms - the man-borne pack and the dog-drawn travois persisted in use until quite recent times, these were largely
superseded by Spanish techniques involving large domesticated animals and the 'wheel. The present study is concerned
with these more advanced methods, their development in the
region at large, and their particular application to the
province of New Mexico. This, then, is a study of the horse,
mule, burro, and ox; of the cart and wagon; and, especially,
of the organization and .operation of the caravan. Most
sighificantly, it is the history of a' life-line of a frontier
civilization.
.The pedestrian pace of primitive travel was quickened in
1540 by the arrival of domesticated horses, for Coronado's
expedition is credited not only with having brought the first
of these animals into the Southwest but ;;tlso with having
proved the practicability of the pack-train and the saddlehorse in that arid and broken land. However, the early assumption that these particular horses procreated the famous
wild mustangs of the region has now been adequately disproved. According to Coronado'smlister roll at Compostela,
all except two of his 556 horses were stallions, 1 and unless
several other mares were recruited after this inspection was
made, such as.may have escaped from the train could hardly
have reproduced themselves in the wilderness. The marked
Spanish preference for the stallion rules out the likelihood
that many mares accompanied the expedition at all, .much
less escaped and survived at this early date. More probably,
the wild herds of the Southwest stemmed from domesticated stock brought into New Mexico by Onate in 1598 or by
subsequent colonizing parties.
1. Arthur S. Aiton (ed.), HCoronado's Muster Roll," American Historical Review,
Vol. XLIV, No.3 (April, 1939),557,565.
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For many years the Spanish colonists, in New Mexico
drew for their horses on tpe stock farms of the interior, and
as lat~ as the eighteenth century there was a shortage of
horses in'the province, for in 1778 the commandant-inspector
at Chihuahua was complaining that merchant caravans visiting his city from New,Mexico were returning with considerably more horses than they had arrived with, and that
measures should be taken to discourage this practice. 2 Eventually, however, New Mexicans were enlarging their herds
from the wild horses of the mesas ,and canyons, and by the
nIneteenth century the mustang itself had become the dominant breed of the province. Although still priding themselves
on their skill in horsemanship, the New Mexicans had now
become indifferent toward animal husbandry, and the propagation of their mounts was being left almost entirely to
chance. ,Traders from the United States found their horses
than American breeds but also hardier and
much smaller
I
more spirited. 3
The poor man's beast of burden was almost always the
burro, a more diminutive animal than the horse or mule but
infinitely more patient and submissive than either. The burro
came to dominate the more localized,:farm-to-market trans,portation and was frequently saddled with a load much larger
if not
heavier than itself. It
was not: uncommon
for a whole
,
.
.
"
family of rancheros to ride into town on the back of a single
donkey.4 The Spanish jacks and jennets of the Southwest also
played a more important role as breeding stock., Together
with the horse they produced a much superior beast of burden
-themule.
Much, has been written about the Spanish horse in the
conquest of the New World, and admittedly the pageantry of
the Spanish' provinces has sparkled with equestrian glory,
but the unsung hero of transportation in the Southwest was
unquestionably the Spanish mule. Only one mule accom,

,

2. Jose Rubio to Gov. Francisco Trebol Navarro, Chihuahua, January 20, 1778,
Spanish Archives, Item 711, Historical Society of New Mexico Collection, at Santa Fe.
3, Josiah Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies (4th ed., 2 vols., Philadelphia, 1850),
I, 178-79.
4. Ibid., I, 187.
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panied the Coronado expedition,5 but more than a hundred of
these worthies entered New Mexico with Ofiate. 6 And thereafter this prosaic beast - an ungainly, sterile hybridliterally bore the white man's burden in the occupation of the
region. The mule could pack a load of up to four hundred
pounds and could negotiate trails far too precipitous for
wagons or even horses. An atajo, or mule train, could remain
on the road for five or six hours without rest and cover from
twelve to fifteen miles a day. As many as two hundred would
travel in a single train 'under the management of a crew of
six arrieros, or muleteers, for each forty or fifty animals. The
skill,. efficiency, and ~ndurance of both the inule and the
arriero became almost legendary.
It is from the observations of foreign travellers, men ",ho'
were fas'cinated by what was locally routine, that we are able
to reconstruct the techniques of packing by mule train in the
SouthwesU In preparing the atajo for a jornada, or day's
journey, the arrieros would drive the grazing mules to their
line of packs, secure each with a deftly thrown riata, or noose,
and,working in pairs, go about the time-honored method of
loading, First they blind-folded each ,mule with the traditional tapajos, a piece of embroidered leather, so that it would
not become frightened in the ensuing operations', Then the
salea, a soft piece of raw sheepskin, was thrown over its back,
to be followed by the xerga, a woolen blanket, and then the
,aparejo, or pack-saddle, The latter was a large leather pouch
stuffed with straw to prevent the packing cases from chafing
the mule's back. The aparejo was fastened first with a broad
hempen belt slung 'under the mule's belly and drawn corsettight and then witl1 a wide crupper to keep it from slipping
forward during the jostling 9f the march. Next caine the
carga, or load, which although weighing more than the'
5. Aiton (ed), "Coronado's Muster Roll," loco cit., 565.
6. Inspection of Juan de Frias Salazar, Rio San Geronimo, January 8, 1598, in
George P. Hammond and Agapito Rey (eds.), Don Juan de Onate, Colonizer of New
Mexico, 1595-16Z8 (2 vols., Albuquerque, 1953), I, 215-308,
, '7. Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies, I, 106, 180-82; George Wilkes Kendall, Narrative of the Texan-Santa Fe E~pedition (6th ed" 2 vola., Ne~ York, 1847), 169-72;
George Frederick Augustus Ruxton, Adventures in Mexico and the Rocky Mountains
(New York, 1847), 90-91, 180-81.
. '
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arriero'himself was pitched aboard with a single heave and
, adjusted so as to balance evenly on the mule's back. Usually
two packages or crates were coupled together with ropes and
made to hang on -either side. The carga was then bound to
the aparejo with a complicated network of knotted ropes
and protected from the rain by a petate, or mat, which was
thrown .over the entire pack. This done, the blind-fbld was
removed, and the animal was ready to travel.
Although' painfully tight at the outset,. the girths and
ropes gradually loosened during the j,ourney as the weight
of the load settled theaparejo, and a major occupation of the
arrieros was t9 tighten them again from time to time during
the march. This was. usually accomplished with
. such speed
and dexterity that no delay was occasioned for the train as a
~hole. So well were.the ~ules trained to their task that none
attempted to overtake its predecessor on the road. Furthermore, when the arrieros prepared for each new day's journey,
each mule instinctively went to its own pack and patiently
stood by until it was hoisted onto its back and secured. By
the nineteenth century the atajo had become a highly institutionalized organization.
The mule served not only as a beast of burden but also as
a draft animal, sharing this service with the ox. Mostof the
wagons and carts accompanying Onate's expedition in 1598
, were drawn by oxen,8 but the mule gradually replaced the ox
for this kind of duty. The few carriages and coaches owned
by Spanish dignitaries in the Southwest were drawn by mules
rather than horses, and 'Yhen the Missouri traders appeared
in the nineteeth century with their covered wagons, about
half of them' exhibited a preference for mules over oxen.
. Oxen in equal numbers could ,pull heavier loads, particularly
through muddy or sandy stretches, but they also tended to
wear out sooner than mules and to )weaken on the highland
diet of short, dry grass. Most of the traders readily exchanged their jaded American oxen for Mexican mules, for
~lthough costing more per head, they endured more strenu8. Record of Marches, 1596-98, in Hammond and Rey (eds.), Don Juan de Onate,
I, 309-28.
.
,
.
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ous travel. Furthermore, the Mexican breed of mules seldom
had to be shod. 9
Among the Mexicans oxen were used principally for
drawing the locally-manufactured carreta. Owing to the
scarcity of iron and steel in the region, the carreta was made
almost entirely of wood - the axle of pine and all other parts
of brittle cottonwood, the whole fastened together with
wooden pegs and rawhide thongs. The bed and· body of the
ox-cart was a rectangular block, usually about four feet long,
two and a half feet wide, and abqut a foot thick. It was
crudely hewn from a single cottonwood trunk, and pro-·
truding knobs were left on either side. A hole was then drilled
or burned through the block, piercing both knobs, which then
became the hubs, and a pine rod was inserted to serve as an
axle. Two relatively round sections, each about four feet in
diameter, were then sawed from the same tree trunk and
drilled at the approximate center to serve as wheels. These
were secured to the axle with pegs; a pole for a tongue was
attached to the body with rawhide;, and four posts were
imbedded in the corners of the body block to complete the
rude contraption. Oxen were attached with the yoke lashed
behind rather than in front of their horns according to
. Mexican custom, and when the cart was in motion the wheels
staggered and wobbled, emitting distressing screeches and
groans which could be heard for miles. A spare axle for each
day's travel was an essential part of the equipment.1o These·
primitive carts ~nd the lowly ·pack burros constituted the
chief means of transportation· along the lesser roads and
trails.
The first wagons or carts of the Southwest were those
which arrived in 1590 with the ill-fated Gaspar Castano de
Sosa. The published records of this expedition make frequent
reference to the accompanying wheeled vehicles, but they
neither identify them precisely nor indicate how many made
the tripP Apparently they were of sturdy construction, for
they survived the rugged journey from Coahuila by way of
9. Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies, I, 35-36.
10. Kendall, Narrative of the Texan-Santa Fe Expedition, II, 44-46.
11. Dorothy Hull, "Castano de SOBa's Expedition to New Mexico in 1590," Old
Santa Fe, III (October, 1916), 305-32.
.
,
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the ,Pecos canyon and also the return trip down the Rio
Grande valley. The ruts left by these wagons or carts were
still visIble in the EI Paso district when Onate's expedition
arrived in '1598. 12 Onate's own party brought- eighty-three
wagons, carts, and carriages into New Mexico. They were
variously described as carros, carretas, and carrozas. All may
have been merely two-wheeled vehicles, but some had ironrimmed wheels, covered tops, and teams of from six to twenty
oxen. 13 Twenty-two of these vehicles failed to arrive at the
pueblos with the main train, having been left on the road for
lack of oxen strength,14 but presumably they were subsequently recovered. The trail blazed by these carts or wagons
from the silver mines of what is now Durango to the pueblos
"of the upper Rio Grande was never erased. Indeed, this became the camino real, or public highway, linking the farflung New Mexican outposts with civilization in the south.
It was the most important wagon road in the Southwest for
the next two centuries. '
,
.
Although Onate opened the historic road to New Mexico,
the transportation system which kept the colonies alive was
first organized and operated by, Franciscan missionaries.
This system, established under royal subsidy shortly ~fter
1609, was designed to supply only the needs of the provincial
missions. It provided for a train of wagons that would be
dispatched from Mexico City every, three years, taking approximately six months to' cover the "fifteen hundred miles
and remaining in New Mexico for a like period of time ,before
starting bl':!-ck. Actually no such schedule was maintained, and
sometimes six or seven years elapsed between the train's arrivais. 'Furthermore, the' mission wagons came to serve the
lay communities quite as much as the 'religious establishments, and by. the latter part of the seventeenth century this
caravan service constituted almost the sole mea,ns of communications between the viceregal capital and the New
Mexican settle~ents.15
12. Record of Marches, 1596-98, in Hammond and Rey (eds.l, DO'n Juan de Onate,
1.315-16.
.
13. Inspection of Juan de Frias Salazar, in ibid.. I, 215.308.,
14. Record of Marches, 1596-98. in ibid., I, 328.
15. France V. S,choles, "The Supply Service of the New Mexican Missions in the
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According to royal specifications, the missionary supply
service was performed by thirty-two wagons operating in
two sections, or trains, and managed by four mayordomos, or
wagon masters, each responsible for eight wagons. The train
was to be accompanied by a military escort of from twelve to .
fourteen soldiers and by numerous spare draft animals and
beef cattle. The wagons themselves were of heavy construc'"
tion, each capable of carrying two tons of cargo and, when
fully laden, requiring a team of eight mules. These were fourwheeled 'wagons, equipped with iron tires weighing twenty·seven pounds apiece and with arched coverings of canvas like
those of the later "prairie schooners." Certain other specifications suggest the rugged nature of the long, unimproved
road they travelled. from Mexico City to Santa Fe. Each
group of eight wagons was required to carry sixteen spare
axles, 150 extra spokes, twenty-four reserve tires, five hundred pounds of lubricating tallow, twenty-four pounds of
cord for repairing the cover and cargo wrappings, and an
assortment of nails, bolts, washers, harping pins, cleats,
linch pins, and ribs. Among the r~quired tools for each trip
were hammers, sledges, adzes, axes, picks, and crowbars. 16
Although theoretically maintained for the exclusive use
. of the religious establishments of New Mexico, the triennial
caravan became in fact a public conveyance. Government
officials and eVEm private merchants commandeered the
wagons for their own use, and eventually all the people, merchandise, and mail that went to and from the province depended upon the mission wagons. The contractors who
,furnished the wagons for the service sometimes used them
for their own private profit and by so doing often delayed the
arrival of the mission supplies. In 1665, for instance, they
sold space in half of the wagons to passengers and to merchants sending commercial freight to the mines of Zacatecas
. and Parra!. In 1674, after complaining repeatedly of such
practices, the friars managed to buy the wagons and mules,
from the contractors and operate the service on their own,17
Seventeenth Century," NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW', Vol. V, Nos. I, 2, 4 (January.
April, October, 1930),93-115,186-210,386-404.
16. Contract of April 30, 1631, in ibid., 105-109.
17. Ibid., 395-96, 398.
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But even then the wagons were used for secular purposes..
This was especially true in 1680, when the general revolt of
the Pueblo tribes wiped out the ,Spanish settlements of New
Mexico and sent more than two thousand refugees fleeing on
foot to the EI Paso district. These unfortunates were saved
from starvation and exposure by the timely arrival of twentyfour wagons of supplies which the father commissary had
ordered for their relief from the south. 1s
Early in the eighteenth century; after the reoccupation
of N~w Mexico, the mission supplies were once more transported by private contractors, and again merchants availed
themselves of the service. Furthermore, judging from an
ensuing law suit, the friars themselves assumed at least partial responsibility for the safe delivery of merchandise. A
consignment of drygoods, tobacco, chocolate, and sugar which
was carried bythe mission caravan of 1714 was damaged by
a flash flood while crossing the Rio N azas in northern Durango, whereupon the owner of 'the goods, a merchant from
Parral, brought suit against the custodian of the New Mexican missions., The claimant held responsible not only the custodian but also the wagon master, to whom the friars had
given power of attorney, and the endorser of the consignment
as well, the latter being the actual owner of the wagons and
mules. The merchant hoped to attach the w~gons and mules
until damages were paid, but the outcome of the litigation is
not revealed in the preserved records,19
During the early part of that century the caravans operating to and from Mexico City seem not to have followed a
fixed schedule even though they carried the regular mail. In
1712, for instance, caravan left for-the south in May. By
, order of the governor its departure was announced at Santa
Fe twelve days in advance by the town crier with drum and

a

18. ' Fray Francisco de Ayeta to the Commissary General. Real Chico, December
20,1680, in Charles W. Hackett (ed.), The Revolt of the Pueblo Indians of New Mexico
and Otcrm,n'sAttempted Reconquest, 1680-1682 (2 vols., Albuquerque, 1942), I, 212-13.
19. Testimony of Juan Hartus Vallejo', Juan Gonzalez de Retana, Nicolas Butrin,
and Antonio Sanchez, Parral and Mexico City, February 23 to September 26, 1714,
Archivo F:ranciscano, Custodia de Nuevo Mexico, Legaio 6, Documento 5, in the Biblioteca Nacional" at Mexico City.
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bugle accompaniment. By the middle of the century, when
the caravan had become an annual service, it left New Mexico
each December,21 but eventually the season for its departure
was autumn and usually the month of November.' This allowed the merchants of the province adequate time in which
to attend the fair held at Taos in July or August and return
with trade goods from the Comanches and other nomadic
tribes that were marketable in the interior provinces. 22 Although a regular caravan left S,anta Fe in November of each
year throughout the latter part of the eighteenth century and
well into the nineteenth, other trains were made up from
time to time for special purposes, particularly for carrying
official dispatches to the south.
All caravans, whether regular or special, ran the risk of
.attack by predatory bands of Indians, especially in the long
stretches of unoccupied terrain through which the camino
real p~ssed. When these trains were not provided with mili- .
tary escort, they at least depended upon strength in numbers.
But this was not always adequate. In 1760, when two hundred
armed· men accompanied the caravan, it was attacked between El Paso del Norte and Chihuahua by a band of Indians
who, although outnumbered, by the defenders, managed
nonetheless to capture, a large number of horses. 23 It was
customary 'for local militia to furnish protection for the annual trains, escorting them to and from designated points on
or near the provincial boundaries. The regular caravan
leaving Santa Fe in November of 1780 was accompanied as
far as the Jornada del Muerto by an unusually large force
under the governor himself. Don Juan Bautista de An'za,
being enroute to Sonora, obligingly timed his departure to
fit that of the caravan and remained with it as far as Fray
Cristobal. For the next fifty-three miles, over the deserted
20. Bando' of Gov. M~rquez de la Penuela, Santa Fe, 'May 10, 1712, Spanish
Archives, Item 17. Historical Society of New Mexico. .
21. Bishop Pedro Tamar6n, Visita del Obispado de Durango, 1759-1763, ff, 130-35,
transcript in the Bancroft Library, at Berkeley, California.
22. Ralph Emerson Twitchell, Leading Facts of New Mexican History (5 vols.,
Cedar Rapids, la., 1911-1917), l, 453-54.
.
. 23. Tamar6n, Visita del Obispado de Durango, ff. 130-35..
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Jornada, the train was without . protection. However, by
. previous arrangement it was met at the spring of E;l PerriHo
by a captain and forty soldiers from the southern presidios.
of San Elizario andCarrizal, who escorted it to the city of
Chihuahua.24 In August of 1800, when another governor set
out for the south on official business with an escort of thirtytwo troops, several merchants and rancheros took advantage
of the protection to drive their livestock and carry produce
to the southern markets even though a regl;llar caravan was
scheduled to leave three months later: This particular informal train included 18,784 sheep, 213 head of cattle, and
a pack train laden with woolen goods and peltries. 25 Two
years later, in June, a company of citizens and Indians joined
a body of troops who were on their way to Chihuahua with a
dispatch from the governor to'the commandant-general, the
entire caravan consisting of eighty-six persons. 26
. Mail transportation did not depend exclusively on the
caravans. Dispatch riders were much faster; especially when
. working in relays. In 1807 the New Mexican riders exchanged packets withtho'se of Nueva Vizcaya at EI Paso del
Norte,27 but during the early years of the national period the
exchange point was moved some twenty-eight miles north,
to the Rancho del Bracito. The riders from the south left
Chihuahua on the first and fifteenth of each month and
reached the latter point in thirteen days. As Bracito was.
approximately half way· between Chihuahua and. Santa Fe,
the relay
probably traversed the entire distance of 690
miles
,
'
I
in from twenty to twenty-eight days, whereas forty days
were normally required by the caravans. By the 1840.'s the
mail servi6e between Santa Fe and Chihuahua had become
very irregular and uncertain, the riders being almost totally
24. Anza, Diary of Expedition to Sonora, in Alfred B; Thomas (ed.)', FOrgotten
Frontiers:, A Study of the Spanish Indian F'olicy of Don Juan Bautista de Anza, GO'Vernor Of New Mexico, 1777·1787 (Norman, Okla., 1932), 197-99.
'
25. Gov. Fernando de Chacon to Pedro de Nava, El Paso del Norte, August 30,
1800, Spanish Archives, Hem 1503, Historical Society of New Mexico.
26. Chacon to Joaquin Ugarte, Santa Fe, June 14, 1802, Spanish Archives, Item
1604, Historical Society of N,ew Mexico.
27. Nemesio Salcedo to Gov. Joaquin Alencaster, Chihuahua, March 5, 1806,
Spanish Archives, Item 1972, HistOrical Society of New Mexico; Elliott Coues (ed.),
'The Expeditions of Zebulon Montgomery Pike (2 vols" New York, 1895), II, 632.
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at the mercy of hostile Indians while on the road. Then the
service amounted to a mere express, operating only when
important occasion demanded. 28
The independence of Mexico from Spain, achieved in
1821, wrought a number of important changes in the transportation of the Southwest. In the first place, even the scant
protection formerly offered caravans by Spanish garrison
forces was now gone, the young Mexican nation being unable
to provide adequate troops for its northern frontier. Indian
depredations became 'even more severe than in the past. In
the second place, the achievement of independence liberated
New Mexico from its economic reliance on the south, and a
regular annual caravan trade, between the Mexican and
American frontier settlements - the celebrated Santa Fe
trade with Missouri - was inaugurated that same year.
Thereafter for the next quarter of a century, until the American invasion annexed New Mexico to the United States, '
,'Spanish and Mexican techniques of transportation were increasingly modified by American influence.
The introduction of the, Conestoga wagon constituted
something ,of a revolution in the region's transportation, for
although large wagons had been common in tl}e caravans of
the seventeenth century, they seem to have been largely 'displaced by pack mules during the eighteenth and early nine-,
teenth centuries. The first American wagons to reach Santa
Fe were the three brought in by William Becknell and his
trading party in 1822. 29 At least twenty-five wagons came
with the Missouri caravan of 1824, and thereafter until 1843
.from thirty to 130 arrived annually. In 1843 there were 230,
and,in 1846 over 30P arrived in the wake of the Army of the
West. so Most of these wagons returned to Missouri with the
traders, but some ·weresold in New Mexico.. The Americans .
had less need for them on their return trip with specie and
bullion than on the way out with bulky cargoes of drygoods.
28. Jose Antonio Escudero, Noticias Estad£sticas de Chihuahua (Mexico, 1834),
186; Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies, II, 67-68.
29. "The Journals of Captain Thomas Becknell," Missouri Historical Review, Vol.
IV, No.2 (January, 1910), 79-80.
, 30. Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies, II, 160; Col. Alexander Doniphan to Adj.
Gen. Roger Jones, Chihuahua, March 4, 1847, 30 Cong., 1 sess., Sen. Ex. Docs" vol. I.
498·502.
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Some New Mexican merchants, such as Jose Chavez y Castillo, went to the United States to purchase wagons. Chavez
. brought eleven of them to Santa Fe in 1841.31 The cost.of
large American wagons was estimated by one trader as two '
hundred dollars while mules were to be had for forty dollars
and oxen at between seventeen and eighteen. 32
Several makes of American wagons were introduced into
New Mexico by the Santa Fe traders, but the favorite was
the so-called Conestoga -=>then manufactured at Pittsburgh
but patterned after the historic covered wagons' of Pennsylvania's Lancaster County. The distinctive features of this
"prairie schooner" were its sagging bed and outward-leaning
sideboards and tail-gate (all of which encouraged the cargo
to settle toward the center of the wagon) ; its billowing white
canvas hood supported by towering arches which leaned fore
and aft at the ends to protect the openings from sun and rain;
and its traditional construction materials' - white oak for
the spokes and framing, gum for the hubs, hickory for the
axle trees and cover arches, and poplar for the boards, all
amply reinforced with black ironwork. 33 The cargo in these
wagons was protected from the elements not only by the
vaulted canvas top but also by interior sheeting which was
sometimes doubled and insulated between layers with a mackinaw blanket. As a precaution 'against water damage occur-ring when the wagon was upset while fording a river, the
packages themselves were often wrapped with painted burlap.34 On long trips the wagons usually carried spare axles
and also ample supplies of resin and tallow for lubricatIon.
The iron tires wore well, but in the hot, dry plains of the
Southwest they became loosened when, the wooden wheels
s4rank and had to be wedged tight or cut through in order
to take up the slack. The spokes also shrank in the arid eli31.. Manuel'Alvarez, Memorial to Secretary of State Daniel Webster, Washington,
February I, 1842, pp~ 5-6, in U. S. Consular Despatches, Santa Fe, vol. T, National
Archives, at Washington.
\
David Waldo, Table of Expenses, in Thomas Jefferson Farnham, Travels in
the Great Western Prairies, the Anahuac and Rocky Mountains, and in Oregon Territory
(New York, 1843),33.
"
33. John Omwake and others, The Conestoga Six-Horse Bell Teams of Eastern
Pennsylvania (Cincinnati, 1930), 17, 62-72.
34. Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies, T, 39-40.

32.
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mate and had to be bound with leather to keep them from
turning,in their sockets. 35
The employment of American wagons on the highways of
Mexico would have been prohibited if a presidential decree
issued in 1842 had been enforced. This order, designed to .preserve the surfaces of the national 'roads, banned the use of
all wagons having either tires less than the standard Mexican.
width' of eight inches or loads in excess of two hundred
arrobas, that is, about five thousand pOlinds. 36 Protests
against this requirement came not so much from the American traders as from those of Mexico itself, particularly the
merchants. of Chihuahua, who were now using American
wagons in cons~derable·numbers; They insisted that not only
their commerci~l livelihood but also their very defense de.,.
pended upon these newly-acquired vehicles; whereas pack
mules were easily stampeded by attacking Indians, the
wagons made excellent parapets; and the narrower tires did
no harm whatsoever to the roads of northern Mexico,.which
, were natural highways and never had to be resurfaced ~r
improved artificially. On the strength of such arguments as
these the national authorities agreed to submit the regulation
to the congress for possible amendment in 1846 and meanwhile to allow a number of Chihuahua traders to use 'American wagons, but the outbreak of war with the United States
in that year prevented further modification. 37 Actually. this
obj'eqtionable regulation was never enforced in the northern
frontier provinces~
The Conestogas were commonly employed by both Mexican and Missouri traders well into the war years. Merchants
who did not own wagons could freight their goods from Independence, Missouri, to Santa Fe (a distance of 775 miles) in,
another's train at a cost of only nine cents a pound. Since the
average wagon carried 4,500 pounds of goods, the freightage
35. Ibid., I, 104; Report of Lt. J. W. Abert of His Examination of New Mexico
in the Years 1846-47, 30 Cong., 1 sess., Sen. Ex. Docs., no. 7, p. 446.
36. Decree of Gen. Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, Mexico, January 14, 1842, in
Manuel Dublan and Jose Maria Lozano (eds.), Legi8laci6n mexicana 0 colecci6n c~mpleta
de laB disPQsiciones l.egisw.tivas expedidas deode la independencia de w. RepUblica (42
vols.'in 45 parts, Mexico, 1876-1912), IV, 97.
37. The correspondence on this subject appears in the Fomento-Camino file, Torno
13, Expediente 283, in the Archivo General y Publica 'de la Nacion, at Mexico City.
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on a 'load,of goods, which was valued at from two thousand:
to three thousand dollars, was only about four hundred dol'lars a wagon. 38 To this and the original cost of the goods,
however, there was added a tariff which the New Mexican
authorities collected at Santa Fe.
The ever-changing rates of Mexico's national tariff together with the infinite means employed by AmeriCan traders
to evade the duties finally fnduced one New'Mex;ican governor, who was himself an important inve'stor in the trade,
to establish a 'purely arbitrary rate of five hundred dollars
per wagon-load without reference to either the quantity or
quality of the importation. Legal duties had usually averaged
from one thousand to two thousand dollars per load, so the
new rate was disadvantageous to the merchants only in that
it was enforceable. In effect, however, it induced, the traders
to use larger wagons; some of them carrying up to ten thousand pounds, ,whereby they doubled-the volume of their importation without increasing the customs duty. On reaching
the New Mexican frontier with these oversized wagons"
moreover, they could redistribute their cargo among fewer
vehicles and, by destroying the emptied ones, reduce the perwagon tax still further, and finally by selling the salvaged,
iron parts at the inflated' prices of New Mexico, they could
gain an additional profit: Such practices as these eventually
caused the governor to res~ore the legal ad valerem rates. 39
As previously indicated, the roads of the Southwest were
entirely unimproved prior to the American occupation. Only
the sun-dried and travel-packed natural 'soil constituted a
surface. Only the well-worn ruts marked the route itself.
'I1here being no bridges, streams and rivers which crossed the
-trails had to be forded. In the dry season this was usually
done at no risk and with little difficulty, but the crossing of
the Rio Grande at EI Paso del Norte was dangerous, owing
to quicksand , and a swift current, even when the water was
I'
38. Bill of lading, Independence, August 27, 1844, and Manuel Alvarez to Robert J.
Walker, Independence, June 18, 1845, Alvarez Papers, B. M. Read Collection, Historical
Society of New Mexico.
..
39. Charles Bent to Manuel Alvarez, Taos, November 12, 1844, Alvarez Papers,
Historical Society of New Mexico; Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies, I, 112-13; David
Coyner, The Lost Trappers (Cin~innati, 1849), 216-17.

SPANISH TRANSPORTATION

121

lo~. Sometiql.es at flood-tide the caravan merchants had to
unload their cargoes and ferry them across in dug-out canoes
or convert the wagons themselves into rafts by buoying the
beds with empty water kegs. At other times they dismantledthe wagons and ferried them across a section at a time, each
precariously balanced on a single pirogue. On such occasions
the. make-shift crafts frequently overturned, and the dampened cargo had to be unpacked and dried in the sun bef9re
the journey could.be continued. 40 .
.
Only two bridges seem ever to have been built on the
camino real of New Mexico, and neither of these endured for
long. In the latter part of the eighteenth century there was
a bridge across the Rio Grande at EI Paso del Norte. It was
over five hundred feet long and seventeen wide, a simple bed
of pine logs supported by eight caissons~ A supplementary
span crossed the large irrigation ditch on the right bank, but
both structures demanded frequent repair and replacement",
during the early years of the nineteenth century.41 Farther
north in the' same period another bridge crossed the river toil'
San Felipe~ It likewise was a simple bed of pine logs resting
on eight caissons. These supports were merely wooden crates
filledrwith stone, sand, and clay and sunk into the river bed.
. The span itself had no hand rails and would support neither
carriages nor wagons. It had been·built by Indian labor which·
had been drafted from several pueblos of the Rio Abajo sometime 'before 1791, but by 1846 it had been entirely )Vashed
away.42
There were no wayside inns on the roaqs of the Southwest, not even on the camino real, arid sometimes caravans
had to frave.l days on· end without passing a town or rancho
where shelter or sustenance could be obtained. On most of
-,------ '

40. Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies, II, 75; James Hobbs, Wild Life in the Far
West: Personal Ad,ientures of a Border Mountain Man (Waterford, Conn., 1875), 76.
41. .Gov. Fernando Chac6n to Pedro. de Nava, El Paso del Norte, August 30 and
October 17, 1800; Chacon to Joaquin Ugarte, June 14, 1802; and Rafael Montes to
Pedro Maria de Allende, El Paso del Norte, April 4, 1816, Spanish Archives, Items 1503.
1512,1604; and 2658, Historical Society of New M~xico; Coues (ed.); The E",pediti<Yn8
Of Zebulon Montgomery Pike, II, 740.
42. Report of Trials held at Santa Fe and Isleta, December 22, 1791, to April I,
1792, Spanish Archives, Item 1175, Historical Society of New Mexico; Coues (ed.), The
E",pediti<Yn8 of Zebulon Montgomery Pike, II, 717; Report of Lt. Abert, 30 Cong., 1
sess., Se'!. E",. Docs., no. 7,.461-62.
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the roads, however, the barren landscape was relieved at
almost regular intervals by'natur,al oases -water holes, pastures, or woods - and these became established campsites.
Whether merely a spring, a patch of grass, or a grove of
cottonwoods along the river, each such resting place bore a
name of its own and a distinctive reputation. Although situ-'
ated many miles from any human habitation, such oases
appeared on the maps of the day as prominently as regular
towns, and it was the spirited determination of each arriero
or mayordomo to bring his train to the venerated site before
nightfall. To camp in the open country (that is, at a nameless
pl~ce) would entail a discomfort which was as much spiritual
as physical. 43
There were, of course, several long, deserted stretches
known as jornadas, which caravans tried to cross rapidlyin a single day if possible - in order to reach the water and
pastu'rage'-beyond. The length of a day's march was deter.;.
mined not only by'the means of transportation, by the weight
of the
and by the difficulty of the terrain, but also by
the availability Qf water. Travel between closely spaced
springs or along running rivers tended to be leisurely, but
across the waterless stretches it was usually a forced march.
Many of the distinctive features of Spanish and Mexican
transportation in the Southwest were dictated,by' geographic'
conditions. The sparse pastures of grama grass, the scarcity
of water, and the ,precipitousness of mountain trails which
characterized the landscape all made special demands~ The
distance between settlements' and the hostility ot Indians
were other factors. For long-distance hauling, the terrain required that 'mules rather than horses or oxen would bear the
burdens and draw the wagons. In short, for each peculiarity
of the region and of the task the Spaniards developed specific
techniques, the soundness of which are adequately borne out
by the adaptations which the more technologically advanced
Anglo-Americans made of them when they occupied the same
land:

cargo,

43,

Gregg, Commerce ,of the Pra-iries, II, 69.

